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Training with Tengu on Mt. Kurama 


Training with Tengu on Mt. Kurama 


A tengu is a goblin. These mischievous mythological creatures, half-human/half-bird, 
who were said to inhabit the mountains of Japan, were also experts in martial arts. 
Scholars believe however that the tengu were actually yamabushi, mountain priests. 
Many of these practitioners of Shingon Buddhism were retired samurai who revered 
the mountains as sacred and found solace there to seek spiritual, mystical and 
supernatural powers through asceticism. Many famous swordsmen have stories 
attached to their legends of, encounters with, or, learning some secret technique from 
tengu.. 


One such tale concerns Ushiwakamaru, (the childhood name of Minamoto Yoshitsune) 
(1159-89) who, at age seven, after his Minamoto clan was defeated by the Taira clan, 
was sent to a temple north of Kyoto, to become a monk. 


Yoshitsune remained on Mt Kurama until he was sixteen years old. During this decade 
of study, when he wasn’t learning the Buddhist scriptures, Yoshitsune passed the time 
walking the steep trails through the sacred forest of pines, cedars, cypress, and other 
trees. It was there, deep in the mountains, some distance above the temple, he was 
befriended by Sojobo, the white-haired King of the Tengu on Mt. Kurama, who trained 
him in sword fighting and military strategy. It has also been said that Yoshitsune 
practiced his footwork among the prevalent roots of the trees that line the paths up the 
mountain. 


Sojobo was a harsh task master, yet, through the spiritual and physical hardships of 
this training, Yoshitsune forged his warrior spirit and honed the martial skills that he 
hoped would make it possible to re-establish the honor of the Minamoto Clan. 


During the battle at Yashima in 1184, Yoshitsune demonstrated reportedly 
superhuman agility, defeating the Taira Clan, and helping his brother Yoritomo 
establish the Kamakura Shogunate. This only served to lend plausibility to his tengu 
connection. 


In the 1920’s, Morihei Ueshiba, founder of Aikido, was known to take several of his 
best students with him on yearly week long retreats to Mt. Kurama to undergo austere 
training. Their daily routine began at 5 a.m. with prayer, misogi (purification), followed 
by suburito (heavy sword swinging) practice and footwork drills. Some days the 
training didn’t end until after midnight. Some of these students have said that O’Sensei 
would make a point of reminding them that they were training on the very spot where 
Sojobo taught Ushiwakamaru 850 years earlier. 


Though no one claimed to have seen a tengu during these sessions, the students who 
crossed swords with master Ueshiba said, he fought with such intensity, it was as 
though his opponent were one of the goblins. No doubt their spirit was still on the 
mountain guiding the training. 


So next time you're thinking about how hard you work, imagine 20 hrs a day facing a 
demon. Hmm, now that | think about it, that reminds me of boot camp ) 
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